By tradition, Forest plots in meta-analyses usually present studies either in alphabetical order, by first author name, or in chronological order, by year of publication. Alphabetical ordering allows readers to quickly locate a study in the plot. Chronological ordering allows readers to identify the evolution of results across time. Most readers only cursorily glance at the individual study data, focusing, instead, upon the diamond at the bottom of the plot, which represents the summary statistic. This, in a way, is how it should be; after all, the entire purpose of the meta-analysis is to generate that summary statistic.

A discerning reader also looks at the effect size and confidence intervals of the individual studies in the plot. This information educates the reader about the extent to which each study influenced the summary statistic. The information is useful because different studies would have differed in methodological rigor, or merely in some important aspect of methodology, such as sample size or drug dose. An idea of how studies might have influenced the summary statistic could guide the reader in his interpretation of that summary statistic, and in the possible need for additional sensitivity analyses.

The conventional arrangement of studies in the Forest plot does not assist this discerning reader in his efforts. We suggest that, instead, studies can be arranged in order of increasing effect size; that is, keeping the study with the smallest (or most negative) effect size at the top, and the study with the largest (or most positive) effect size at the bottom. This small rearrangement of data immediately allows the reader to see which study influenced the summary statistic in which direction and to what extent; it also allows the reader to see how the numerically smaller effect sizes counterbalanced the numerically larger effect sizes to generate the summary statistic.

We illustrate our point with data extracted from a published meta-analysis,\[[@ref1]\] presented in two Forest plots. In the first plot \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\], the studies are arranged alphabetically. In the second plot \[[Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}\], the studies are arranged from top to bottom in the increasing order of the value of the standardized mean difference (SMD). Note that the second plot allows the reader to more easily and visually understand the significance and size of the individual SMDs, and their influence on the value of the summary SMD.
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